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Abstract
Individuals from rural communities are less likely to enroll in college and complete a
degree than those from non-rural areas. Nationally, rural students comprise one-fifth of
college enrollment, and evidence suggests this demographic group has unique needs
which may influence retention. This quantitative study examined multiple years of data
from the State University of New York Student Opinion Survey for students at a small,
rural technical college in Upstate New York to determine if relationships existed between
a college student’s graduating high school community type, student satisfaction, GPA,
and retention at the beginning of the second year. Binary logistic regression analyses
were employed to determine the extent to which first-year retention was explained by
self-reported satisfaction and GPA for rural high school graduates. Additionally,
multiple t tests were used to determine if differences in satisfaction existed for students
from rural high schools versus students from non-rural schools. The results indicated
statistically significant positive correlations between students from rural high schools,
first-year GPA, and satisfaction with the campus facilities, services, and environment.
Rural high school students were also more likely to report that they would attend the
university again, had higher overall levels of satisfaction with the college, and were more
likely to indicate that the institution was a higher choice for them than for students from
non-rural high schools. Recommendations for additional research and initiatives
targeting students who graduate from high schools in rural communities are included.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Introduction
Most colleges and universities offer numerous programs and services designed to
improve satisfaction and retention, particularly for first-year students (Elliot & Shin,
2009). Many campuses develop extensive plans that connect purposeful mission
statements to a variety of academic outcomes, student life programs, and support
structures in an effort to help students make progress toward graduation (Alexander &
Gardner, 2009). Yet, for all the resources that are expended, current data suggest that
student retention rates have remained virtually unchanged thus far in the 21st century
(National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2016).
College students who graduate from high schools in rural communities may be at
a disadvantage when compared to other students. The nature of rural communities has
changed in recent decades as indicated by higher rates of poverty, fewer educational
resources, lower rates of parental educational attainment, and increases in migrant
populations (Semke & Sheridan, 2009). This has resulted in lower socioeconomic status
(SES) designations for many individuals from rural communities, and studies indicate
lower SES is directly related to increased rates of college student attrition (Byun, Irvin, &
Meece, 2012; Herman, Huffman, Anderson, & Golden, 2013). Additionally, Schreiner
and Nelson (2013) suggest student satisfaction is one of the strongest predictors of
retention during the first year of college. Higher student satisfaction levels also correlate
with improved graduation and lower student loan default rates (Bryant, 2006). Further,
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evidence exists that shows first-year grade point average (GPA) can predict if
underrepresented college students, such as those who attend high schools in rural
communities, are at a greater risk for departure before degree completion (Gershenfeld,
Hood, & Zhan, 2016).
Problem Statement
A significant body of literature related to college student retention has been
developed over several decades to help explain why students leave institutions of higher
education prior to degree completion (Astin, 1993; Bean & Metzner, 1985; Braxton et al.,
2014; Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980,
2005; Tinto, 1975, 1993). Reasons for student attrition include challenges with college
readiness, prior learning experiences, life circumstances, institutional qualities, low levels
of educational engagement, and unsatisfactory academic performance (Astin, 1993).
This has given rise to colleges that have developed strategies customizable to individual
students in order to improve retention. Yet, depending on the type of college and degree
program, recent national data show that as many as 45% of students exit college within
the first year (Braxton et al., 2014). Further, individuals who attend high schools in rural
communities are even less likely to enroll in college and complete a degree than those
from urban and suburban schools (Sparks & Nunez, 2014). Rural high school students
comprise approximately one-fifth of college-eligible enrollment nationwide, and
evidence suggests this demographic group may have unique needs that influence
retention (Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012).
Since many students make the decision to remain at a college within the first year
(Tinto, 1993), and little progress has been made with improving retention rates during the
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last two decades (Braxton et al., 2014), an examination of the factors influencing
satisfaction with the college experience during this transition period seemed warranted.
Additionally, there continues to be limited research targeting a potentially at-risk college
population: students who graduate from high schools in rural communities (Hardr,
Sullivan, & Crowson, 2009). Further, the exploration of relationships between college
satisfaction and first-year cumulative grade point average (GPA) may provide additional
clues of retention patterns that may guide educational leaders and practitioners to refine
strategies specific to students who graduate from rural communities.
Theoretical Rationale
Astin’s (1984) student involvement theory provides a possible explanation for
retention variability among undergraduate students. The theory suggests that the greater
the quantity and quality of psychological and physical energy invested by a student in the
college experience, the more learning and personal development take place. Astin’s
student involvement theory exams inputs, the college environment, and outcomes. The
inputs are student precollege experiences and demographics. The environment represents
all of the college experiences a student encounters, and the outcomes are the knowledge,
values, and characteristics of a student after completing college. Astin posits that student
involvement occurs along a continuum, and those who leave college are essentially at the
lowest possible level of involvement. Conversely, those who immerse themselves in
academic coursework, participate in extra-curricular activities, and frequently interact
with faculty, staff, and other students, are much more likely to graduate.
Additionally, Astin’s (1993) research of over 20,000 undergraduate students built
upon his initial theory by showing consistent positive correlations between GPA, student
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satisfaction, and retention. His findings revealed that those who were most prepared
academically for college were typically from a higher SES background, were
psychologically more healthy, and more likely to have higher levels of satisfaction with
college. However, Astin noted that his research indicated that student satisfaction was
influenced much more by the college environment and experiences than from entering
student characteristics including SES.
Strayhorn’s (2012) theory of environmental fit also provides an additional
framework to understand why some students succeed in college while others decide to
depart prematurely. Strayhorn underscores the importance of belonging by deeming it as
a basic human need that heavily influences behavior. For students, a sense of belonging
includes social supports, connectedness, and feelings of acceptance, respect, and
importance to a college community. Strayhorn describes a reciprocal relationship that
develops between a college peer group and each member of the group. The premise is
that each member’s needs are ultimately met because of desires to belong to the group
and perceptions about fitting in. For those students who fail to make this type of
connection, Strayhorn contends that a student is more likely to feel lonely and
unwelcomed, particularly in contexts that are very different from ones that students come
from. Further, data suggest that students who do not feel a sense of belonging are more
likely perform at lower levels of academic performance and are at greater risk for
departure.
Statement of Purpose
There were two overarching goals of this study. First, this quantitative study
sought to uncover degrees to which perceived satisfaction measures of first-year college
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students who graduated from high schools in rural communities and cumulative GPA
predicted retention at the beginning of the second year. Second, this study examined
perceived student satisfaction measures of first-year students to determine if statistically
significant response patterns could be identified based on the type of locale of each
student’s graduating high school.
There have been numerous studies conducted that link satisfaction and retention
(Astin, 1993; Braxton et al., 2014; Bryant, 2006), and there are many survey instruments
in use that have been designed to capture degrees of student satisfaction (Billups, 2008).
This study took a unique perspective by examining satisfaction through the lens of
students who graduated from high schools in rural communities and subsequently
enrolled at a small, public technical college. Individuals from high schools in rural
communities tend to attend college at lower rates and earn significantly fewer degrees
than those from non-rural areas. Rural communities also have populations with lower
SES levels, public schools that offer lower levels of curriculum intensity, and parents
who have lower educational expectations for their children. Since there was ample
literature that suggested college students from rural communities were a disadvantaged
demographic group, the hypothesis for the study was that these students would report
lower levels of satisfaction and would have lower levels of academic achievement as
evidenced by cumulative GPA. In turn, a hypothesis emerged that retention rates
between the first and second years would be lower for students who graduated from high
schools in rural communities. There was no evidence that a study of this nature had
previously ever been conducted.
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Research Questions
1. To what extent is first-year retention at a small rural technical college
explained by student satisfaction and GPA for students who graduate from
high schools in rural communities?
2. To what degree do differences in satisfaction exist at a small rural technical
college for students who graduate from high schools in rural communities
versus students from non-rural communities?
Potential Significance of the Study
In recent years, there has been mounting pressure on colleges and universities for
greater accountability and transparency, particularly with publicly-funded institutions
(Braxton et al., 2014). Retention and graduation rates are common benchmarks used to
establish and monitor higher education performance, and most colleges recognize the
positive impact for making improvements to these measures. Additionally, a number of
studies correlate higher student satisfaction with improved first-year retention (Billups,
2008).
There has also been ample evidence available to suggest that individuals who
reside in rural communities are, on average, at a disadvantage economically and socially
(Sparks & Nunez, 2014). By determining potentially unique ways students who graduate
from high schools in rural communities perceive satisfaction with college and the
resulting first-year GPA they earn, this study may help to inform college faculty and
leaders of ways to identify strategies that may aid in the retention of this student
demographic group. This would facilitate greater numbers of students to complete

6

college degrees and ultimately lead to improved socioeconomic conditions in rural
communities.
This study has the potential to contribute to the profession in multiple ways. First,
there is limited research focused on the potentially unique challenges students who
graduate from high schools in rural communities may encounter during the first year of
college. There were few studies that specifically targeted this demographic group of
students. This study also attempted to confirm other studies that suggest this is
potentially an at-risk population. Further, this study sought to confirm reliability and
validity of the State University of New York (SUNY) Student Opinion Survey (SOS) for
a population of students enrolled at a small public technical college. There is scant
published research that has used this instrument, however many institutions in the State
University of New York system administer this survey every 3 years.
Definitions of Terms
Attrition – students who leave college prior to degree completion (Tinto, 1993).
First-year retention – continuous enrollment at the same institution from the first
year to the beginning of the second year (National Student Clearinghouse Research
Center, 2016).
First-year student – students who have completed fewer than thirty credit hours at
any institution. For the purposes of this study, survey data was collected from students
who were enrolled during the spring semester of their first year in college and who had
completed fewer than 30 credit hours.
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Grade point average (GPA) – an average measure of a student’s academic
achievement based on final course grades and commonly expressed on a scale of 0 to 4
where 4 equates to a grade of A and 0 equates to a grade of F.
Persist – completing a college degree of study within an established timeframe
from the perspective of the student (Tinto, 1993).
Retention – a university or college goal to keep a cohort of students enrolled for a
specified period of time (Reason, 2009).
Rural – The U.S. Census Bureau (2015) defines a population as rural for those
who live in a community of less than 2,500 people.
Satisfaction – an attitude that manifests itself when student educational
expectations are met or exceeded (Elliott & Healy, 2001).
Socioeconomic status (SES) – a demographic term that is a measure of an
individual’s economic, education, and occupation attainment relative to others.
Student Involvement – levels of investment of psychosocial and physical energy in
academic and co-curricular activities (Astin, 1984).
Transition – A transition is any event or non-event that results in changed
relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles (Goodman, Schlossberg, & Anderson,
2006).
Urban – The U.S. Census Bureau (2015) defines urban as those who live in
communities of greater than 50,000 people.
Chapter Summary
Chapter 1 provided an overview of college retention issues specific to various
demographic groups of students. Relying on Astin’s (1984) theory of student
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involvement as a framework, along with Strayhorn’s (2012) theory of environmental fit,
this quantitative study will examine survey satisfaction data collected from first-year
college students who graduated from high schools in rural communities and compared
their responses to students who graduated from high schools in other types of
communities. Additionally, this study will determine interrelationships between
students’ perceptions of satisfaction with college, first- to second-year retention, and
first-year grade point average that are specific to students who graduated from high
schools in rural communities. The results of this study may inform colleges and
universities to refine retention strategies that are specific to this demographic group in
order to improve student persistence.
A review of the empirical literature will be presented in Chapter 2, and areas of
emphasis will include college student retention, students from rural communities, student
satisfaction, grade point average, self-efficacy, and grit. Chapter 3 will explain the
research methodology and design employed for this study, and Chapter 4 will present the
findings used to answer the research questions. Finally, Chapter 5 will discuss the
implications of the data results, limitations of the study, and recommendations for future
research and policy development.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
Introduction and Purpose
This chapter provides a review of literature related to the theories and empirical
studies focused on issues specific to college student retention, students who graduate
from high schools in rural communities and subsequently attend college, student
satisfaction, self-efficacy, and first-year GPA.
Student retention and persistence are two of the most extensively researched and
debated topics in higher education (Reason, 2009). The two terms are sometimes used
interchangeably, however there are specific differences between them. Retention is an
institutional perspective focused on keeping cohorts of students enrolled at the same
college until educational objectives are met within a finite period (Tinto, 1993).
Conversely, persistence is viewed from the perspective of the student in meeting
educational goals, whether enrolled at one institution or multiples ones (Reason, 2009).
The intent of this study was to focus on a deeper understanding of institutional retention
challenges, particularly when factoring in aspects of a student’s home community, locale
of the graduating high school, collegiate academic performance, and measures of student
satisfaction captured during the first year of enrollment.
Retention and persistence continue to be at the forefront of higher education
research (Braxton et al., 2014; Kuh et al., 2006; Reason, 2009; Tinto, 2011). Although a
number of studies have added to the body of knowledge, rates of retention at most
colleges have remained flat for decades (Tinto, 2011). Yet, many colleges use retention
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rates as key measures of success, while failing to effectively address student and
institutional factors that impact departure decisions (Reason, 2009). Reason also
suggests that until recently, most research on student attrition has focused primarily on
student attributes and experiences as opposed to looking more deeply at institutional
internal features such as policies, faculty composition, campus environment, and budget
allocation processes. With growing calls for greater accountability coupled with rising
costs of attendance, declining governmental supports, and generally flat enrollment trends
nationwide, many colleges are under significant pressure to improve retention rates in
order to remain viable (Braxton, 2014).
A study of college student retention would not be complete unless aspects of
student persistence were also factored into the equation. Students enter college with a
wide range of personal attributes and experiences that cause significant variations in their
abilities to persist (Kuh et al., 2006). This directly impacts the ability of colleges to
retain students because precollege factors are largely beyond the control of most higher
education institutions. However, there is much that colleges and universities can do in
response to this challenge other than trying to improve selectivity (Braxton, 2014).
Review of Literature
College student retention. One of the earliest theories related to understanding
student retention issues was Tinto’s (1975) Schema for Dropout from College, which
helped to explain, rather than simply describe, a range of behaviors and other issues that
caused students to leave college. The theory, often referred to as Tinto’s interactionalist
theory, likened the decision of students who left college before completion to that of
Durkheim’s theories of suicide. Through an examination of multiple research studies of
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the period, Tinto postulated that students withdrew from college due to the interaction of
personal and institutional factors. By dissecting attitude, personality, prior educational
experiences, and socioeconomic status indicators common to groups of students, Tinto’s
theory could be employed to understand how specific student indicators, such as college
preparation and social integration, influenced retention. Additionally, campus attributes
such as culture, expectations, and support systems were factored into the student retention
equation. Subsequently, a number of empirical studies sought to determine the validity
of Tinto’s hypotheses and a number of offshoots that it produced (Astin, 1993, 1984;
Bean & Metzner, 1985; Braxton et al., 2014; Kuh et al., 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005, 1980; Tinto, 2011, 1993). This eventually led to the development of multiple
strategies to address retention issues depending on the circumstances of individual
students and the institutional qualities where students attended.
In order to determine if Tinto’s model could be used as a predictor of retention for
incoming students, Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) designed a survey to capture
academic and social integration factors self-reported by students. The researchers’
instrument gathered institutional integration data by measuring student peer-to-peer and
faculty interactions, intellectual development, and educational goals. The survey was
administered prior to enrollment and again during the second semester of the freshman
year. The results were then compared to demographic indicators for each student. The
researchers determined that combinations of demographic data coupled with student
integration information at key points, particularly during the first year of college,
provided strong predictors of retention. This set the stage for developing predictive
models that could potentially target students who could be at risk for departure.
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Bean and Metzner (1985) expanded Tinto’s theory further by incorporating
nontraditional and other potentially at-risk student groups into a model of attrition. While
earlier work focused primarily on white middle-class males enrolled at predominantly
liberal arts residential colleges, growing numbers of female, commuter, part-time, older,
vocationally-oriented, and racially-diverse students were thought to have other factors
that potentially impacted retention. The researchers focused on environmental variables,
such as finances, family responsibilities, and transfer opportunities, as well as
psychological outcomes including stress and goal commitment, as stronger predictors of
student success within this subset of the student population. As a result of their work,
Bean and Metzner suggested strategies to address persistence issues that broadened to
include a wider range of students and types of institutions.
Tinto (1993) expanded his interactionalist theory to include a longitudinal
perspective to more deeply understand the ways students integrated into college or decide
to depart. His research indicated that different students reacted in a variety of ways
throughout all stages of the higher education process. This further emphasized the need
for multiple approaches colleges could take to address issues of student retention. Tinto
suggested that institutions could improve retention by making sure students had supports
to develop academic skills during the early stages of enrollment if they did not already
possess them. Further, he argued that colleges should begin retention processes as early
as possible to allow individualized early intervention strategies to be developed before
reaching a critical stage. Another aspect to help students adjust to becoming members of
a college community included the facilitation of out-of-class activities to create social and
academic bonds. Therefore, Tinto suggested retention strategies would need to ensure
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that an entire campus would participate through a holistic approach rather than delegating
the function to just one area of the organization.
Building on Tinto’s (1993) work of why students chose to attend a college, St.
John, Paulsen, and Starkey (1996) conducted research that demonstrated connections
between college choice and the initial commitment a student makes to a college. They
determined that initial commitment was influenced by the social, academic, and financial
expectations that a student has versus the costs that a student expects to make to attend
the college. Therefore, initial college commitment is the fit between the institution and
the student. St. John et al. indicated that students who attended their first-choice college
were more likely to feel that their expectations were being met and were more likely to
persist than students who attended a lower choice college.
Tinto (1997) continued to refine retention theories by further incorporating the
academic experiences students encountered. The focus broadened to include whether a
sense of a learning community was established. Tinto suggested that within the
classroom a dynamic between social and academic variables could significantly influence
student success. Thus, an emphasis was placed on institutions and instructors to employ
effective ways to engage students, and this added to the complexity of addressing student
attrition issues.
Braxton, Milem, and Sullivan (1997) empirically tested many aspects of Tinto’s
(1993) interactionalist theory. They found that the characteristics possessed by a student
prior to enrollment, such as race, academic ability, socioeconomic status, and high school
achievement, could accurately predict students’ initial levels of commitment to the
colleges they had chosen. In turn, initial levels of commitment were found to influence
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subsequent levels of commitment to remain enrolled at college. Further, the authors
determined that subsequent commitment to an institution was positively impacted by
increased levels of student social integration.
Braxton et al. (1997) also helped to refine ways to explain social integration
theories by looking holistically at student interactions with college and factored in
institution type, organizational attributes, motivation for enrolling in college, sense of
community in residence halls, student involvement, and self-efficacy. This is in contrast
to Tinto (1997) who believed social integration primarily occurred in the classroom,
however Tinto pointed to evidence suggesting active learning processes were a necessary
component of student engagement, which would ultimately lead to greater social
integration.
Expanding further on Tinto’s (1993) interactionalist theory, Berger and Braxton
(1998) examined student retention through levels of initial and subsequent commitment
to a college. The researchers pointed to evidence that suggested subsequent institutional
commitment was a strong predictor of student persistence. They suggested that student
pre-college characteristics, such as high school GPA, race, and gender, could predict
levels of initial institutional commitment. In their study, they analyzed college choice as
a measure of initial institutional commitment by hypothesizing that a student would be
more committed initially if they attended a college that was one of their top choices.
Berger and Braxton then examined social integration factors, such as peer and faculty
relations, to predict subsequent commitment to an institution. To quantify subsequent
commitment, they asked students if they felt they made the right decision to attend the
university and would choose to enroll again. The results of their study showed pre-

15

college characteristics were not highly correlated to initial institutional commitment,
however institutional characteristics and social integration indicators were highly
correlated to subsequent institutional commitment.
Braxton et al. (2014) further expanded upon the concept of initial institutional
commitment of college students. Through further empirical testing various aspects of
Tinto’s (1993) interactionalist theory, the researchers suggested that initial commitment
to a college is heavily influenced by student pre-college characteristics and the ability of
a student to academically and socially integrate into a college. Braxton et al. also
contended that the degrees of student integration and engagement coupled with initial
college commitment ultimately lead to subsequent commitment to a college, particularly
at residential colleges. Further, the authors posit that students who are subsequently
committed to a college are much more likely to persist beyond the first year and graduate.
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) added further to the understanding of student
retention strategies by conducting a meta-analysis of numerous studies at the time. Their
analysis showed two schools of thought that dominated research of the impacts of college
on students, and led the researchers to develop a “College Impact Model.” The first area
of analysis was related to individual human growth that occurs developmentally as a
result of biological processes. The other focused on the impacts of environmental factors
on student outcomes such as student demographics, college campus culture, and student
experiences. Pascarella and Terenzini suggested that the two approaches needed to be
merged together in order to understand issues which impacted student retention,
particularly during the first year. The authors believed it was crucial to also incorporate a
college’s internal organizational structure into the mix citing the importance of high
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quality faculty, curriculum design geared toward first-year students, and selecting
appropriately trained instructors for first-year introductory courses.
Another strong indicator of a student’s ability to be successful in college was
confirmed by Adelman (2006) through a longitudinal analysis of the levels of precollege
preparation a student had. The researcher indicated that the more rigorous a high school
program was, the more likely a student would persist to the second year and eventually
obtain a college degree. Adelman’s data showed that high school rigor was a better
predictor of successfully completing the first year of college than standardized test scores
such as those from SAT and ACT. Even more specifically, the research indicated that the
higher the math level a student completed in high school, the more likely they were to
remain enrolled at the start of the second year.
Additionally, Adelman’s (2006) analysis was one of the first to demonstrate that
students who were enrolled in remedial courses at college were significantly less likely to
graduate. However, the reasons for this phenomena continue to be debated, particularly
because of selection bias of students (Braxton et al., 2014). It appears that students who
are in remedial education at college were academically underprepared prior to
enrollment, and therefore would be much less likely to persist, with or without
remediation.
More recently, Braxton et al. (2014) further refined Tinto’s (1993) interactionalist
theory by conducting multiple studies to better understand first- to second-year
persistence. Their research confirmed that the levels of engagement of first-year students
served as a gateway to social integration and eventual institutional commitment, and was
an essential component of whether students remained in college. The researchers were
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also able to show significant differences in retention patterns between residential and
commuter colleges. Most notably, social integration plays a much larger role in
institutional commitment and retention at residential colleges, whereas academic and
intellectual development were important in fostering institutional commitment at
commuter colleges.
Braxton et al. (2014) also suggested that a college’s commitment to student
welfare, respect for students as individuals, and fair and equitable treatment of students
further added to improved student retention, and they even suggested the importance of
reward and recognition structures for college faculty and staff that incentivize positive
interactions with students. The researchers also pointed to the importance of all college
employees to support the institutional mission, goals, and values as evidence of college
commitment to students. Further, confirming the work of Ehrenberg and Liang (2005),
the authors examined positive relationships between student engagement with full-time,
tenure-track faculty and improved retention, and they indicated the importance of hiring
faculty who are student-centered and committed to high quality teaching.
Kuh et al. (2006) developed a framework for understanding student success that
encompasses many of the interconnected dimensions that impact college students on the
path toward reaching their goals. The model includes student development and
environmental factors, as well as pre- and post-college experiences and outcomes. The
authors defined student success as “…academic achievement, engagement in
educationally purposeful activities, satisfaction, acquisition of desired knowledge, skills
and competencies, attainment of educational objectives, and post-college performance”
(p. 7). Student success can be impacted by precollege experiences and conditions such as
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academic achievement and student demographics. It is also influenced by student
behavior, including interaction with faculty and personal motivation, as well as
institutional conditions such as academic support and high quality teaching.
Students from rural communities. There is a dearth of literature targeting
students who graduate from high schools in rural communities and even fewer studies
that analyze the outcomes of rural high school graduates who subsequently enroll in
college (Arnold, Newman, Gaddy, & Dean, 2005; Hardr et al., 2009). For studies that do
exist, there appears to be some contradiction among findings often due to examining too
few schools, regional geographical differences, and inconsistency with the definition of
rural (Byun, Irvin, et al., 2012). For example, Hardr et al. (2009) indicate that over 30%
of public high schools nationwide are located in rural communities, however only 6% of
research studies included data from rural schools.
Although the U.S. Census Bureau defines a rural community as having fewer than
2,500 inhabitants, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) splits the
definition of rural further into three categories: fringe, distant, and remote (Provasnik et
al., 2007). The three designations describe the proximity to urbanized areas with fringe
rural areas being the closest at 5 miles or less and remote areas the furthest away at 25 or
more miles. In the US, 21.3% of students attended rural high schools with fringe, distant,
and remote locations at 11.0, 7.1, and 3.2%, respectively. Locales closest to urban areas
may be more heavily influenced by them, and this could cause variations in data related
to students who come from different types of rural communities. Howley, Johnson,
Passa, and Uekawa (2014) confirmed this phenomenon through an examination of
Pennsylvania schools and found a direct correlation to increased levels of college
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enrollment and higher persistence rates for rural students who lived closest to urban
areas. However, the bulk of literature on rural research does not make the distinction
between fringe, distant, and remote communities (Arnold, et al., 2005).
Several empirical studies provide additional evidence that suggest high school
students from rural communities are disadvantaged when compared to those from nonrural communities. Provasnik et al. (2007) illustrated how students from rural
communities were significantly less likely to enroll in college, particularly for those
between the ages 18 and 24, as compared to students from urban and suburban areas.
Byun, Irvin, et al. (2012) determined that students who graduated from rural high schools
typically had a lower curriculum intensity than those from urban and suburban schools.
This provides a possible explanation of significantly lower standardized test scores
earned by students in rural areas (Herman et al., 2013). This negatively impacts rural
student opportunities for admission to more selective colleges, and supports findings
from Gibbs, Swaim, and Teixeira (1998) that rural students were more likely to attend
public and nonselective colleges. However, Gibbs et al. indicate that public colleges are
more numerous in rural areas, have more affordable tuition, and are less likely to require
advanced courses that are often not available to students in rural high schools.
Byun, Irvin, et al. (2012) analyzed data from the National Educational
Longitudinal Study (NELS) and confirmed that students who graduate from rural high
schools were least likely to earn a bachelor’s degree when compared with students from
urban and suburban high schools. For individuals in rural areas, only 13% held a
bachelor’s degree as compared to a 17% national average (Provasnik et al., 2007). This
confirms research by Gibbs et al. (1998) that indicated 30% of urban students graduated
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with a college degree by age 25, whereas only 22% of rural students reached this
milestone.
Other studies showed further correlations between attending high school in a rural
community and reduced enrollment and persistence in college. Rural students more often
had lower levels of parental involvement in the educational process and reduced parental
expectations for educational achievement beyond high school (Byun, Meece, et al.,
2012). Students from rural communities typically came from lower socioeconomic status
backgrounds and were more often first-generation students than those from non-rural
communities (Byun, Irvin, et al., 2012; Yan, 2002). Additionally, parental educational
levels were significantly lower in rural communities with 20% having bachelor’s degrees
as compared to suburban and urban parents at 34% and 36%, respectively (Byun, Meece,
et al., 2012).
Students from rural communities may also face inner conflict about leaving home
to attend college. A study by Bryan and Simmons (2009) uncovered a deep sense of
connection to families and communities causing some students to feel challenged to find
a balance between school and personal lives, while other students in the study
communicated the importance of campus support systems that helped them transition into
college and persist through graduation. The inner conflict between remaining close to
family and foregoing pursuit of a bachelor’s degree was also a major theme in research
conducted by Hlinka, Mobelini, and Giltner (2015). The subjects in the study indicated
they often chose a local community college because of a lack of confidence to attend a 4year institution and an unwillingness to leave their home communities. Other students in
rural settings indicated concerns with finding quality employment opportunities located

21

close to their families after completing college which highlights another dimension of
inner conflict (Howley, Chavis, & Kester, 2013).
Conversely, several studies indicate that rural high school students may not be
completely at a disadvantage. Jordan and Kostandini (2012) found that there were few
differences among high school graduation rates between rural and urban areas, and they
suggested family and peer characteristics were much more predictive of academic
success rather than home community type. Howley et al. (2014) pointed to rising college
enrollment rates for students from rural communities, and they more recently exceed
enrollment rates in some urban areas. Further, Gibbs et al. (1998) showed that rural
students who enroll in college graduate at nearly the same rates as urban students, and
Adelman (2006) found that rural and urban students earned bachelor’s degrees at
approximately equal rates. Byun, Meece, et al. (2012) also discovered that students from
rural communities had significantly greater community social resources available to them
through closer familial ties, kinship bonds, and religious affiliations. These resources
provided supports that helped rural high school graduates adjust to college and persist at
greater rates than for non-rural students.
Student satisfaction. The transition from high school to college is often a
difficult period of adjustment for many students. Tinto (1993) states, “While many
students soon adjust, others have great difficulty in separating themselves from past
associations and/or adjusting to the academic and social life of the college” (p. 163).
Data suggest that satisfaction with the social environment that a student perceives during
the first few weeks of transitioning into college has a direct lasting impact on retention
and graduation (Woolsey, 2003).
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Student satisfaction is a short-term opinion that manifests itself as students
evaluate repeated experiences at college (Elliott & Healy, 2001). Greater satisfaction
develops as student educational expectations are met or exceeded. Numerous studies
have shown strong correlations of high student satisfaction levels to increased college
student retention and graduation (Billups, 2008; Braxton et al., 2014), while others
suggests dissatisfied college students often depart as early as the first year (Bryant, 2006).
The overarching goal is to understand what enhances student satisfaction, particularly
during the first year, so that colleges are more easily able to employ tactics that help
retain more students (Elliot & Shin, 2002).
One of the most common ways for acquiring student satisfaction information is
through campus-administered surveys. The earliest satisfaction surveys, such as the ACT
and CIRP, were developed in the later 1960s and early 1970s in response to student
unrest during turbulent times on college campuses (Bean & Bradley, 1986). Over time,
others became popular including the Student Satisfaction Inventory (SSI) and the
National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) (Billups, 2008). The popularity of
student satisfaction surveys ultimately allows colleges to understand how well various
areas of an institution are performing through the eyes of students. Bryant (2006)
contends that the data received from satisfaction instruments provides evidence to
improve academic and co-curricular programming.
Measuring satisfaction can be accomplished in a variety of ways. At times,
researchers employ a single-item aggregated score that measures a student’s degree of
overall satisfaction. However, Elliott and Shin (2002) contend that multiple attribute
assessments allow students to provide more detailed feedback that can also be combined
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to create a weighted satisfaction score. Their research showed that students who gave the
same overall satisfaction score had very different combined weighted satisfaction scores
when asked about specific college experiences such as instructional quality, availability
of advisor, and level of intellectual growth. Yet, Babin and Griffin (1998) argue that the
scales used to measure satisfaction often lack face validity because of the influence of
other constructs, and they even suggest satisfaction could be highly correlated with the
grades a student receives, yet this contradicts the findings of Bean and Bradley (1986).
Bean and Bradley (1986) were among the first to develop a theoretical framework
that established the degrees to which reciprocal relationships existed between student
satisfaction and academic performance. They acknowledged that there were numerous
measures of satisfaction, however there were no explanations of what caused satisfaction.
By analyzing data from over 1,500 full-time undergraduates, Bean and Bradley
discovered positive correlations between student satisfaction and college GPA,
institutional fit, academic integration, perceived educational value, social life, and high
school performance. Their findings showed that satisfaction had a larger effect on
academic performance than academic performance had on satisfaction. They also
confirmed that high school academic performance was the strongest predictor of college
GPA.
Elliott (2003) indicated that colleges continue to focus on satisfaction because of
positive correlations to recruitment activities, student motivation, retention improvement,
and fundraising efforts. However, quantifying satisfaction continues to be challenging
because of a multitude of college experiences that influence it, and therefore the literature
offers conflicting evidence. Browne, Kaldenberg, Browne, and Brown (1998) discovered
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that overall satisfaction with a college was largely the result of a student’s assessment of
the quality of curriculum and courses. Others claimed that student satisfaction is derived
from the cumulative effect of social, academic, physical, and spiritual encounters (Sevier,
1996) or is heavily influenced by the level of trust with an institution (Grossman, 1999).
Elliott (2003) contended that satisfaction is most influenced by the levels of student
centeredness and instructional effectiveness.
There is evidence that suggests dissatisfied students are at greater risk of attrition
from college (Bryant, 2006; Lei, 2016; Schreiner & Nelson, 2013). Schertzer and
Schertzer (2004) correlate student satisfaction with institutional fit, and they refer to this
as values congruence. They contend that accurately marketing an institution increases
the likelihood that students will be admitted who are optimal for retention and graduation.
Schertzer and Schertzer further point out that there is an emerging consumer mentality
among students, making them quick to transition out if they are not satisfied during the
first year.
Grade point average. There is extensive use of high school and college grade
point averages (GPA) in scholarly literature as predictors of college retention,
persistence, and graduation rates. Numerous studies show that high school GPA is highly
correlated with the GPA a student eventually earns at college (Mattern, Shaw & Kobrin,
2010). Although a much stronger predictor than a student’s socioeconomic status, high
school GPA coupled with SAT scores can, at best, explain approximately 50% of the
probability of a student’s first-year GPA in college (Bridgeman, Pollack & Burton,
2008). Therefore, GPA is typically used in conjunction with other student data for
predictive analytic purposes.
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Data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) show a direct
correlation to lower academic achievement, as evidenced by grades, and increased rates
of attrition during the first year of college, regardless of the type of institution a student
attended (Bradburn & Carroll, 2003). Although as many as 44% of students leave
college prior to earning a degree within the first 3 years, only 4% of students cited
“academic problems” among their top three reasons for departure. Bradburn and Carroll
determined that the most common responses cited were the need to work, financial
problems, and conflicts at home including personal problems. However, the researchers
were also able to demonstrate how departure from college was directly correlated to
lower grades.
First-semester GPA was also shown to be a predictor of subsequent retention and
graduation for underrepresented students, including those classified as coming from low
income or minority households (Gershenfeld, Hood, & Zhan, 2016). Intuitively, students
who earned a GPA below 2.0 on a scale of 4.0 were significantly more likely to depart
college than those who were above a 2.33. Gershenfeld et al. also discovered that
students who earned between a 2.00 and a 2.33 GPA were nearly as much at risk for
departure before degree completion than those below 2.0 even though they were
technically in good academic standing. Moreover, a direct correlation to retention was
also shown in relation to the number of credits earned during the first semester, as well as
whether a student eventually completes a degree (Chen, 2005).
Burton and Ramist (2001) indicate that first-year college GPA is a key indicator
for college retention studies because it is a readily available statistic that is often based on
a set of courses that are somewhat comparable with more consistent grading. Their
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research of 48,000 students enrolled at 23 institutions showed that cumulative GPA at the
end of the 4th year is highly correlated to first-year GPA. Thus, the authors suggest that
retention and graduation analyses would be incomplete without the inclusion of GPA.
Self-efficacy and grit. Bandura (1977) developed one of the earliest theories
related to self-efficacy, and he defined it as an individual’s belief in their ability to
persevere within a specific context or to reach a goal. The theory suggests that a person
has the ability to influence the way an event is experienced and the outcomes it produces.
Bandura hypothesized that self-efficacy develops over time from four sources. First, selfefficacy builds through the mastery of experiences. As a person overcomes various
challenges and has repetitive successes, they develop increasing levels of resilience.
Second, Bandura theorized that self-efficacy grows in a person through the observation of
similar individuals who are able to succeed. The idea is that if a person sees success of
others, they are more likely to believe they possess the capacity to succeed, too. Third,
the theory posits that a person can be persuaded by influential people in their lives to
believe that they possess the capabilities to succeed, and this causes an increase in selfefficacy. Finally, Bandura’s theory indicates how a person’s emotional and
physiological states influence how self-efficacy is perceived. Therefore, positive
emotions are an important component to believing in oneself. Braxton et al. (1997) were
among the first to show positive correlations between self-efficacy and the likelihood a
student would persist at college.
More recently, Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, and Kelly (2007) analyzed why
various individuals with similar intelligence levels were able to succeed while others
were unable to reach their goals. After examining personal attributes such as creativity,
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emotional intelligence, self-confidence, and intellect, the researchers developed a term
connected with self-efficacy that they called grit. Duckworth et al. define grit as
“perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (p. 1087), even when individuals
experience setbacks, interruptions, and even failures. The authors equate a “gritty”
individual as someone who looks at reaching goals like a marathon runner with high
levels of stamina to stay on track with meeting outcomes, often over many years.
In order to measure an individual’s level of grit, Duckworth et al. (2007)
developed a 5-point Likert scale established from 12 self-reported factors that measure
consistency of interests and perseverance of effort. The authors posit that people whose
interests are maintained over many years and not distracted by new ideas are more likely
to demonstrate a higher level of grit than those who are more apt to start new projects and
then lose interest relatively quickly. Further, Duckworth et al. suggest that individuals
with increased grit are more apt to indicate that they are more likely to finish what they
begin while not allowing setbacks to discourage them. Their findings indicated that
measures of grit were better able to predict success across a broad spectrum of
individuals when compared to other indicators such as grade point average or
standardized tests. They also discovered that grit increases with higher levels of
education and as a person becomes older.
Eventually, Duckworth and Quinn (2009) refined the grit scale to just eight
interest and perseverance factors after validating the results from multiple years of
analysis of first-year retention of West Point military cadets. The results of their study
found that the grit scale was a better predictor of completing the strenuous first-year
summer program than the military’s own cadet Whole Candidate Index, an extensive
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inquiry that seeks to quantify cadet potential for success based on SAT scores, class rank,
levels of involvement, and physical fitness evaluations. Duckworth and Quinn also found
similar patterns of grit in national spelling bee champions, providing further evidence of
the predictive power of the grit scale when examining individuals who spend more time
practicing and perfecting skills over those who solely rely on natural talent.
Strayhorn (2012) developed a theory focused on environmental fit that expands
self-efficacy in ways more specific to college students. Based on Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs, Strayhorn indicated that a sense of belonging is a basic human need and a requisite
for motivation. Her theory of environmental fit examined how an individual’s personal
and social identity fits in with various cultures that make up a college community.
Strayhorn suggested that students possess multiple social identities, and a key to success
in college is matching those identities with niches where students find a sense of
community. Further, a student does not necessarily need to belong to the dominant
culture of a campus in order to feel as though they belong at a particular college. Similar
to Astin (1993), Strayhorn also emphasized involvement as a means to create institutional
fit, particularly during the first year of college. As a sense of belonging manifests itself
in an individual, self-efficacy is more easily able to develop.
Strayhorn (2014) confirmed the effectiveness of the grit scale as a predictor of
academic achievement through an analysis of 140 Black male college students at a
predominantly White public institution. The results of her study indicated positive
correlations between grit scores and academic performance. Further, Strayhorn was able
to demonstrate that grit accounted for success beyond mere talent, as evidenced by
incoming high school rank and standardized test scores. Although research on grit
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remains scant, early analyses indicate that non-cognitive factors, such as perseverance
and passion, can be more influential on college degree completion than the more typical
metrics currently used by the vast majority of college admissions professionals.
Chapter Summary
This review of literature provided empirical evidence of connections between
college retention, student satisfaction, and first-year grade point average. The purpose of
this study was to analyze these three distinct attributes in order to establish if statistical
differences existed between college students who graduate from high schools in rural
communities and those who graduate from schools in other types of communities.
There were four overarching themes uncovered during a review of the literature.
First, there were a number of pre-college student indicators that have been shown to be
predictors of retention. In particular, high school GPA, standardized test scores, student
demographic information, and high school academic intensity were all positively
correlated to students successfully completing the first year and completing degrees.
These indicators were also correlated with initial institutional commitment, a prerequisite
of social integration, and subsequent institutional commitment, a key component of
student retention and graduation.
Next, students who graduated from high schools in rural communities were shown
to be at a disadvantage with college preparation, attendance, and completion levels when
compared to non-urban populations. Specifically, these students were less likely to enroll
in college and were more likely to withdraw before earning a degree. Further, when they
did attend college, rural students were more likely to enroll in public, less selective
colleges, and they may have encountered feelings of inner conflict from the difficulty of
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balancing family and college needs. However, there were instances where rural students
were at an advantage when considering the potential effects of family and community
supports.
Third, there was evidence that showed positive correlations between student
satisfaction, retention, and GPA. Satisfaction inquiries that measured multiple
dimensions of student experiences at college provided a more accurate measure of
satisfaction than an overall satisfaction measure. Satisfaction has also been linked to selfefficacy and institutional fit of students.
Lastly, even with the predictive power of student pre-college indicators, college
satisfaction measures, and GPA with explaining retention, there remain a number of
unexplained reasons why students depart from college before meeting educational
outcomes. Retention theories, such as Strayhorn’s (2012) theory of environmental fit,
provide a framework for understanding why individual students react differently when
given similar circumstances. Additionally, research conducted by Duckworth et al.
(2007) indicated that non-cognitive traits, such as perseverance and passion, can partially
explain a person’s grit to succeed when compared to more naturally gifted and talented
individuals.
Although the relationships between college student satisfaction, GPA, and
retention have been well studied, the added dimension of community type of a student’s
graduating high school created a unique opportunity to add to the body of knowledge of
student retention and persistence.
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Chapter 3: Research Design Methodology
Introduction
This chapter presents an overview of the research design methodology employed
to explain the interrelationships of each of the independent and dependent variables of the
study. The goal of this research was to analyze if student satisfaction measures and firstyear GPA could predict first- to second-year retention for college students who graduated
from high schools located in rural communities. Further, this study sought to uncover if
differences existed in college satisfaction measures for first-year students who graduated
from high schools in rural and non-rural communities.
A significant body of literature related to college student retention has developed
over several decades to help explain why students leave institutions of higher education
prior to degree completion (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Tinto,
1975, 1993). Reasons for attrition include variations in attitudes, prior learning
experiences, life circumstances, institutional qualities, low educational engagement
levels, and unsatisfactory academic performance. Recent data show that as many as 45%
of students in 2-year programs and 28% in 4-year programs exit college by the end of
their first year (Braxton et al., 2014). College students who graduate from high schools
in rural communities are even less likely to enroll in college and complete a degree than
those from schools in urban and suburban areas (Sparks & Nunez, 2014). Students in
rural schools comprise approximately one-fifth of college enrollment, and evidence
suggests this demographic group may have unique needs that influence attrition (Byun,
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Meece, et al., 2012). Therefore, additional research is warranted to better understand if
predictors of attrition may be identified during the first year of college specifically for
students who graduate from high schools in rural communities.
Astin’s (1984) student involvement theory provides a possible explanation for
retention variability among undergraduate students. The theory suggests that the greater
the quantity and quality of psychological and physical energy invested by a student in the
college experience, the more learning and personal development take place. Astin posits
that student involvement occurs along a continuum, and those who depart college prior to
graduation are essentially at the lowest possible level of involvement. Conversely, those
who are immersed in academic coursework, participate in extra-curricular activities, and
frequently interact with faculty, staff, and other students, enjoy significantly greater
satisfaction with college and are much more likely to graduate. Astin’s (1993) research
showed consistent positive correlations between GPA, satisfaction, and retention.
The following research questions were designed to address the problems outlined
in the literature review:
1. To what extent is first-year retention at a small rural technical college
explained by student satisfaction and GPA for students who graduate from
high schools in rural communities?
2. To what degree do differences in satisfaction exist at a small rural technical
college for students who graduate from high schools in rural communities
versus students from non-rural communities?
A quantitative methodology was utilized to answer the research questions.
Creswell (2014) defines quantitative research as a way to analyze large amounts of data
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to determine correlational relationships between variables. This methodology was
appropriate to meet the goals of this study: (a) to better understand the relationships
between the specified independent variables (student locale, self-reported satisfaction,
and first-year cumulative GPA) and the dependent variable (first- to second-year
retention); and (b) to determine if statistically significant differences existed between
satisfaction measures from students who graduated from high schools in rural and nonrural communities.
Multiple years of archival data from the State University of New York (SUNY)
Student Opinion Survey (SOS) provided the data for this non-experimental study.
Henceforth, the instrument will be referred to as the SUNY SOS. A survey allows a
researcher to obtain large quantities of data from a sample group in order to generalize
findings to an entire population (Fowler, 2014). Cross-sectional survey data reflecting
the opinions and attitudes of first-year students were collected over multiple years from
freshmen at a small rural residential technical college. The information obtained from
each student who took the survey was compared against overall GPA at the end of the
first year and retention status at the start of the second year of college. Binary logistic
regression and multiple t test analyses were conducted to identify potential predictors that
may be unique to students from rural communities in order to answer the research
questions.
Research Context
This study took place at SUNY Cobleskill, a public residential technical college
established in 1911 in rural upstate New York with a total enrollment of 2,300 students.
Cobleskill is one of 64 campuses in the State University of New York system, and is one
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of seven which are included in the technology college sector. Most degrees in the
technology college sector lead to direct employment because of the emphasis on applied
learning and partnerships with related organizations and industries. SUNY Cobleskill
offers a mix of 2- and 4-year degree programs focused on agriculture, food systems,
natural resources, business, liberal arts, and natural sciences. Career opportunities for
graduates in most program areas are plentiful with 97% finding full-time employment in
their chosen field within 6 months of degree completion. As of 2016, overall enrollment
at the college had been declining during the last 3 years at an average annual rate of 3%.
The retention rate for first-year students had averaged 57% for the 3 years of data
analyzed for this study.
Research Participants
The study population researched was first-year freshmen who completed the
SUNY SOS and provided identifying information that allowed for the retrieval of
additional data about the student. Approximately 90% of the students were New York
residents who came from a mix of rural and non-rural communities. The U.S. Census
Bureau (2015) defines a community as rural if it has a population of less than 2,500
inhabitants. The freshmen student body was comprised of nearly equal numbers of male
and female subjects, and approximately 70% of the student population identified as
white, non-Hispanic.
In addition to students with no prior college experience, the SUNY SOS was
administered to students who had earned up to 30 credit hours by the spring semester of
their first year. Those with greater than 30 credit hours were considered to have gone
through the equivalent of a first-year and were ineligible to participate in the survey.
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Instrument Used in Data Collection
The State University of New York Student Opinion Survey served as the primary
data collection tool for this study. The 100-question Likert-type scale survey (Appendix
A) measured self-reported student opinions and satisfaction levels in four broad
categories:
1. College impressions and plans
2. Academic services, environment, and experiences
3. College services, facilities, and environment
4. College outcomes
In addition to the 100 student opinion questions, an additional 27 student background
questions and 12 local campus questions were also included in the SUNY SOS.
However, the data from the campus supplemental questions were not made available for
the purposes of this study.
Beginning in 1985, the SUNY SOS has been administered once every 3 years by
the American College Testing (ACT) program between weeks 10 and 14 of the spring
semester to students classified as freshmen and seniors. Freshmen were identified as
those who had completed 30 credit hours or less at the time the survey was administered.
Completion of the survey was optional, and confidentiality of responses was
communicated to participants in the survey instructions. For the purposes of this study,
data accumulated from first-year student survey respondents for the years 2009, 2012,
and 2015 were used to answer the research questions. The survey was given in paper
form in 2009 and 2012, and then the survey was administered in an online format for
2015. Participation rates were consistent between each of the years. The results of each
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survey were forwarded to the SUNY Cobleskill Office of Institutional Research in
spreadsheet form for compilation and analysis.
In order to maintain confidentiality of individual responses, as required by the
SUNY Cobleskill Institutional Review Board, the 100 questions from the SUNY SOS
were aggregated into 28 groupings (Appendix B). For groupings that included more than
one survey question, a weighted average score was calculated for each student in order to
reflect the result using the same Likert scale for that section of the survey.
After obtaining approval from the institutional review boards at St. John Fisher
College and SUNY Cobleskill as an exempt study, the data was compiled by the SUNY
Cobleskill Institutional Research Office using Microsoft Excel for freshmen who took the
SUNY SOS in 2009, 2012, and 2015. Only first-year students who had previously
completed fewer than 30 credit hours and provided their college identification number on
the survey were selected for this study because it was the only way to determine their
first-year grade point average and whether they had been retained for a second year.
Students with incomplete survey responses were removed from the analyses.
After receiving the data from the SUNY Cobleskill Office of Institutional
research, the 28 aggregated groupings of questions were further consolidated into eight
categories to be used for further analysis to answer the research questions. The
consolidated categories were as follows: academic services, academic experiences,
campus services and facilities, campus environment, college outcomes, college choice,
attend again, and overall satisfaction. See Table 3.1 for a description of each category.
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Table 3.1
Data Category Descriptions
Category
Academic Services

Description
Satisfaction with academic advising, library resources,
tutoring, availability of courses, and quality of instruction

Academic Experiences

Frequency of intellectual stimulation, engaging assignments,
innovative faculty pedagogy, faculty feedback, student
collaboration, and research activities

Campus Services and
Facilities

Satisfaction with services, processes, programs, activities,
buildings, safety, technology, and leadership opportunities

Campus Environment

Feedback regarding acts of prejudice, student conduct, and
student-faculty relationships

College Outcomes

Contribution level of college for acquiring knowledge, skills,
understanding self, working with others, and social issue
awareness

College Choice

“At the time you applied for admission, this college was your
_____ choice?”

Attend Again

“If you could start all over, would you choose to attend this
college again?”

Overall Satisfaction

“How satisfied are you with this college in general?”

Procedures Used in Data Analysis
To answer the research questions, multivariate correlational quantitative
methodologies were required. The use of these methodologies aligned with the purposes
of the study in order to establish differences between various groups of first-year
students.
The aggregated data for each student from the SUNY SOS was exported into
Microsoft Excel. Next, student record data of first-year GPA, the College Examination
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Entrance Board (CEEB) code from each student’s graduating high school, and the
retention status of each student at the beginning of year 2 were retrieved from Banner, the
SUNY Cobleskill record system which houses academic and demographic information
for each student. The student data were merged with the SUNY SOS data, and a unique
identifier was assigned to each student. The CEEB school codes were then analyzed and
each student record was assigned a corresponding locale code based on the size and type
of community that each student’s graduating high school was located in (Appendix C).
Locale code information was manually retrieved from the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES) Common Core of Data for each school identified by CEEB code. An
additional code was created for each student which indicated whether a student was from
a rural or non-rural community in order to more clearly answer the research questions. A
rural designation was given to students with locale codes 41 through 43, and a non-rural
designation was given to students with locale codes 11 through 33.
The merged data was next imported into the IBM Statistical Package for the
Social Sciences (SPSS) version 23.0. This software provided descriptive data and
interpretation of the results for correlation and multiple regression analyses, as well as the
ability to generate tables and graphs summarizing relationships between independent and
dependent variables.
The 28 aggregated measures of satisfaction created from the original survey’s 100
questions were assessed using SPSS to determine overall reliability. The reliability rating
for the combined 28 groupings were considered strong with a coefficient alpha of .88.
This result demonstrated construct validity that the 28 measures provided data that reflect
measures of student satisfaction. Next, the 28 groupings were consolidated into eight
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overall satisfaction measures, as outlined in Table 3.1, in order to more concisely
organize the data for analysis and reporting purposes.
Two types of data analysis were employed to address the research questions. To
answer the first question, multiple binary logistical regressions were performed to
establish the degrees to which self-reported satisfaction measures, first-year grade point
average, and community type of a student’s graduating high school predicted retention at
the beginning of the second year. Logistical regression analysis was appropriate due to
the binary outcome of whether each student was retained, or not retained, after the first
year.
To address the second question, multiple t tests were conducted on the data to
ascertain if differences existed between mean values of satisfaction measures for rural
and non-rural students. This type of analysis was appropriate to determine if correlations
between multiple satisfaction response variables were due to actual differences in scores
or from random chance.
Chapter Summary
By employing quantitative methodologies, this study sought to add to the body of
knowledge on first-year retention of college students. The use of binary logistic
regression analyses and multiple t tests with aggregated first-year student responses from
the SUNY SOS and student demographic information provided the data necessary to
conduct a quantitative study to determine if relationships existed between graduating high
school community type, satisfaction, first-year GPA, and first- to second-year retention.
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Chapter 4: Results
Introduction and Research Questions
This quantitative study analyzed the degree to which student satisfaction measures
and college GPA could predict first- to second-year retention for college students who
graduated from high schools located in rural communities. Further, this study sought to
uncover if differences existed in college satisfaction measures for first-year students who
graduate from high schools in rural and non-rural communities.
The study was guided by the following research questions:
1. To what extent is first-year retention at a small rural technical college
explained by student satisfaction and GPA for students who graduate from
high schools in rural communities?
2. To what degree do differences in satisfaction exist at a small rural technical
college for students who graduate from high schools in rural communities
versus students from non-rural communities?
In order to measure the predictive power of the independent and combined predictive
variables, binary logistic regression analyses were used to answer research question 1,
and multiple independent samples t tests were employed to answer research question 2.
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Data Analysis and Findings
This section provides an overview of the demographics of the student population
for the 3 years the SUNY SOS data were analyzed. Further, response rates by year are
presented.
Demographics. This section includes overall demographic information about
SUNY Cobleskill, the college where the survey results were obtained from. Table 4.1
summarizes campus demographic information. The data for the study did not include
specific demographic information about each individual student who participated in the
SUNY SOS.
Table 4.1
Campus Demographic Information

Total Campus Enrollment

2009

2012

2015

2,687

2,515

2,446

Gender
Male
Female

1,397 (52%)
1,290 (48%)

1,197
1,298

(48%)
(52%)

1,152 (47%)
1,294 (53%)

Ethnicity
White
Black
Hispanic
Asian/Pacific Islander
Amer. Indian/Native Alaskan
International
Other
Unknown

2,034 (76%)
215 (8%)
134 (5%)
25 (1%)
17 (1%)
22 (1%)
3 (<1%)
237 (9%)

1,944
243
138
24
11
33
0
122

(77%)
(10%)
(5%)
(1%)
(<1%)
(1%)
(0%)
(5%)

1,714 (70%)
317 (13%)
196 (8%)
33 (1%)
17 (1%)
46 (2%)
4 (<1%)
119 (5%)

Average High School GPA

81.0

82.4

83.0
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Survey response rates. The SUNY SOS was administered to all first-year
students who were enrolled full-time during weeks 10 through 14 for each spring
semester in 2009, 2012, and 2015. A total of 440 surveys were submitted from first-year
students who provided identifying information during the 3 years that encompassed this
study. Other students took the survey, but did not provide identifying information which
made it impossible to analyze retention and GPA for them. After scrubbing the data, 59
surveys were rejected due to incomplete responses. This left a total of 381 completed
surveys that were received from first-year students who included their college
identification number. This resulted in an average response rate of 16% for the 3 years of
data that were analyzed. Table 4.2 provides a summary of response rates by year.
Table 4.2
Survey Participants and Response Rates
First-year
Students

Number of
Respondents

Response Rate
(%)

2009

923

125

13.5

2012

754

111

14.7

2015

761

145

19.1

2,438

381

15.6

Year

Total Respondents

Of the students who completed the SUNY SOS during 2009, 2012, and 2015, and
provided identifying information, the type of home community of each student’s
graduating high school is illustrated in Table 4.3. The target population of this study
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were students who graduated from high schools in rural communities. This group
represented 45.4% of the survey participants.
Table 4.3
First-Year Participants by Graduating High School Community Type
2009

2012

2015

Total

Percent

Urban

25

6

31

62

16.3

Suburb

46

26

28

100

26.2

Town

11

17

18

46

12.1

Rural

43

62

68

173

45.4

125

111

145

381

100.0

Community Type

Total

Of the 381 students who completed the SUNY SOS during 2009, 2012, and 2015,
and provided identifying information, the first- to second-year retention rates are
displayed in Table 4.4. The average retention rate of survey participants during the 3
years of data studied was 84.8%. Further, the retention rates of students who graduated
from high schools in rural communities were compared to the rates from those who
graduated from non-rural communities. The average retention rate for survey participants
who graduated from rural high schools was 87.9% as compared to a non-rural retention
rate of 82.2% (Table 4.5).
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Table 4.4
First- to Second-year Retention of Survey Respondents
Number of Returning
Students Second Year

Percentage of Total Survey
Respondents

2009

103

82.4

2012

94

84.7

2015

126

86.9

323

84.8

Year

Total

Table 4.5
Survey Respondent Rates of Retention at the Start of the Second Year by Community Type
Total
Number of
Rural
Students

Number of
Retained
Rural
Students

Percentage
Retained

Total
Number of
Non-Rural
Students

Number of
Non-Rural
Students
Retained

Percentage
Retained

2009

43

38

88.4

82

65

79.3

2012

62

52

83.9

49

42

85.7

2015

68

62

91.2

77

64

83.1

173

152

87.9

208

171

82.2

Year

Total

Data Analysis and Findings
The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to answer the
first research question to explain and predict the relationships between the independent
variables of student satisfaction, first-year GPA, and graduating high school community
type to the dependent variable of first- to second-year retention. A composite satisfaction
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score of all 28 measures from the SUNY SOS was calculated for each participant based
on the sum of all responses. The distribution of these data for the composite student
satisfaction scores were measured and results are displayed in Figure 4.1. A standard
error of .125 for skewness and a standard error of .249 for kurtosis were determined to be
within acceptable ranges.

Figure 4.1. Distribution of composite satisfaction scores for survey respondents.

To answer the first research question, Pearson’s correlation coefficient was
measured for significance and effect size for each of the independent variables relative to
whether a student was retained at the start of the second year. Of the 10 variables, first-
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year GPA (r = .303; p = .0001), college choice (r = -.184; p = .0001), attend again (r = .285; p = .0001), and overall satisfaction (r = -.157; p = .002) achieved significance
(Table 4.6). The correlation results showed the strongest relationship between first-year
cumulative GPA and retention at the start of the second year. Figure 4.2 depicts this
relationship visually. There was no statistical relationship between a student’s home
community type and retention at the start of the second year. However, there was a
positive correlation with community type and first-year cumulative GPA (r = .114, p =
.026).

Figure 4.2 Distribution of first-year GPA categorized by year 2 retention status.
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Table 4.6
Cross-correlational Pearson Coefficient of Community Type, College Outcomes, and Satisfaction
Home
Community
Type

Home
Community
Type

Retain
Year 2

Year 1
GPA

Academic
Services

Academic
Experiences

Campus
Services
and
Facilities

Campus
Environment

College
Outcomes

College
Choice

Attend
Again

1.000

.078

1.000

Year 1 GPA

*.114

*.303

1.000

Academic
Services

-.093

.055

-.049

1.000

Academic
Experiences

-.067

-.039

*-.173

*.261

1.000

*-.129

-.029

-.073

*.542

*.127

1.000

*-.140

-.034

*-.117

*.362

*.520

*.372

1.000

-.042

-.088

-.095

*.359

*.513

*.258

*.517

1.000

College
Choice

*-.183

*-.184

*-.104

*.182

.090

*.184

*.153

*.161

1.000

Attend Again

*-.285

*-.197

*-.120

*.271

*.270

*.273

*.449

*.323

*.371

1.000

Overall
Satisfaction

*-.189

*-.157

-.023

*.312

*.215

*.279

*.388

*.399

*.332

*.645

Retain Year 2

Campus
Services and
Facilities
Campus
Environment
College
Outcomes

Overall
Satisfaction

1.000

Note. * correlation is significant at the p < 0.05 level (2-tailed)
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The data were next analyzed using binary logistic regression to measure the
combined predictive power of first-year cumulative GPA, college choice, attend again,
and overall satisfaction with retention at the beginning of the second year. The omnibus
test of model coefficients showed that the combined effect of the independent variables
on retention at the beginning of the second year was statistically significant with p < .001.
However, based on the Nagelkerke R-Squared results, the effect size was moderate (r2 =
.249). This indicated that the combination of the independent variables could explain
24.9% of the probability that a student would be retained at the start of the second year,
regardless of home community type a student graduated from. Table 4.7 shows the
combined predictive effect of the independent variables.
Table 4.7
Combined Effect of Binary Logistic Regression
Chi-square

Significance

58.788

< .001

Cox & Snell
R Square
.143

Nagelkerke
R Square
.249

The results from the binary logistic regression analysis also indicated that this
model had an overall accuracy prediction rate of 86.1%. More specifically, it could
accurately predict second-year retention 98.1% of the time, yet could only predict nonretention 19.0% of the time. Although it was likely that there would be differences
between retention and non-retention prediction rates, it would be more common that they
would have an order of magnitude much closer. Therefore, while this model was good at
predicting first- to second-year retention, it was not strong for accurately predicting nonretention. Table 4.8 summarizes the predictive rates of the model.
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Table 4.8
Classification Table for Predicting First- to Second-Year Retention and Non-retention
Observed

Step 1

Not Retained
Retained
Overall Percentage

Predicted
Not Retained
11

Retained
47

6

317

Percentage
Correct
19.0
98.1
86.1

Note. The cut value is .500

Binary logistic regression analysis was also used to calculate individual variable
effects. Of the 10 variables selected for this model, only first-year cumulative GPA (p <
.001) and student satisfaction with academic services (p = .040) were found to be
statistically significant (Table 4.9). Effect sizes for the two variables were measured
using odds ratios. First-year cumulative GPA had a significant effect with Exp(B) =
3.288, while satisfaction with academic services was found to have a lesser effect with
Exp(B) = 2.141.
To answer the second research question, multiple independent samples t tests
were conducted on each of the eight satisfaction categories in order to compare scores
from students who graduated from high schools in rural communities to those who
graduated from schools in non-rural communities. The mean scores between the rural
and non-rural student groups were statistically significant for campus services and
facilities, campus environment, college choice, attend again, and overall satisfaction.
There were no statistically significant differences in the mean scores between rural and
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Table 4.9
Logistic Regression Analysis of Retention at the Start of the Second Year as a Function of
Satisfaction and First-Year GPA

Home Community Type

Variables in the Equation
B
S.E.
Wald
-.018
.340
.003

df
1

Sig. Exp(B)
.958
.982

First-year Cumulative GPA

1.190

.232

26.318

1

.000

3.288

Satisfaction with Academic
Services

.761

.370

4.227

1

.040

2.141

Satisfaction with Academic
Experiences

.163

.320

.261

1

.610

1.177

Satisfaction with Campus
Services and Facilities

-.113

.336

.113

1

.736

.893

Satisfaction with Campus
Environment

.387

.313

1.536

1

.215

1.473

Satisfaction with Outcomes

-.262

.253

1.076

1

.300

.769

College Choice

-.287

.151

3.599

1

.058

.750

Attend College Again

-.365

.200

3.335

1

.068

.694

Overall Satisfaction

-.295

.268

1.214

1

.271

.744

-1.535

1.216

1.593

1

.207

.216

Constant

non-rural students for academic services, academic experiences, and college outcomes.
Table 4.10 summarizes the findings of the independent samples t tests.
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Table 4.10
Satisfaction Category Means Between Students From Non-Rural and Rural Communities

Academic Services
(1 to 5; 1 = very satisfied)

Community Type
Non-rural
Rural
2.97
2.87
(.54)
(.53)

t
1.83

df
369

Academic Experiences
(1 to 5; 1 = very frequently)

2.31
(.59)

2.23
(.61)

1.31

362

Campus Services and Facilities
(1 to 5; 1 = very satisfied)

2.98
(.57)

2.82
(.60)

2.52*

359

Campus Environment
(1 to 5; 1 = strongly agree)

2.54
(.71)

2.35
(.63)

2.78*

377

College Outcomes
(1 to 5; 1 = very large contribution)

2.73
(.80)

2.66
(.81)

.82

365

College Choice
(1 to 4; 1 = first choice)

2.04
(1.10)

1.65
(.98)

3.67*

377

Attend Again
(1 to 5; 1 = definitely yes)

2.64
(1.11)

2.02
(.97)

5.85*

378

Overall Satisfaction
(1 to 5; 1 = very satisfied)

2.48
(.83)

2.18
(.71)

3.81*

379

Note. * = p < .05. Standard deviations appear in parentheses below means.

When comparing the mean scores between the rural and non-rural high school
community groups, the greatest difference occurred when students were asked if they
would attend the institution again. Rural students reported they were much more likely to
attend again (M = 2.02, SD = .97) when compared to those from non-rural community
high schools (M = 2.64, SD = 1.11). The results of this t test analysis showed that this
difference reached significance (t(378) = 5.85, p < .05).
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Notable differences in mean scores were also observed when students were asked
about what choice SUNY Cobleskill was during the college decision process. Students
who graduated from schools in rural communities indicated that SUNY Cobleskill was a
more preferred choice (M = 1.65, SD = .98) than those from non-rural community high
schools (M = 2.04, SD = 1.10). The results of this t test analysis showed that this
difference also achieved significance (t(377) = 3.67, p < .05).
There were also sizable differences in the mean scores between the two
populations for responses related to overall satisfaction. Students who graduated from
high schools in rural communities reported that their overall levels of satisfaction were
higher (M = 2.18, SD = .71) than those from non-rural community high schools (M =
2.48, SD = .83). The calculated differences between the populations of this t test analysis
achieved significance (t(379) = 3.81, p < .05).
The differences in two additional mean score calculations also achieved
significance, however the effect sizes were smaller. First, students who graduate from
high schools in rural communities reported that they were more satisfied with the campus
environment (M = 2.35, SD = .63) than was reported by non-rural students (M = 2.54, SD
= .71) where (t(377) = 2.78, p < .05). Second, respondents who graduated from high
schools in rural communities indicated that they were also more satisfied with campus
services and facilities (M = 2.82, SD = .60) than those from non-rural community high
schools (M = 2.98, SD = .57) where (t(359) = 2.52, p < .05).
Chapter Summary
The results of the logistic regression analysis indicated three underlying themes.
First, there was no statistically significant correlation between a student’s graduating high
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school community type and retention at the beginning of the second year. Next, first-year
cumulative GPA was the strongest predictor of retention at the start of the second year,
and the effect size was significant. Satisfaction with academic services was also a
statistically significant predictor of retention, but the relationship was not as strong. It is
also worth noting that college choice and attend again measures were very close to
achieving statistical significance in this model. Finally, a regression model employing
first-year GPA and measures of satisfaction was good at predicting retention (98.1%), but
very weak at predicting attrition (19.0%).
Additionally, a comparison of the results of independent samples t tests of the
eight satisfaction variables examined for this study revealed that differences between
students who graduated from rural and non-rural community high schools were
statistically significant for satisfaction with campus services and facilities, campus
environment, college choice, attend again, and overall satisfaction. More specifically,
students who graduated from high schools in rural communities were more likely to
report that they would attend the college again, the college was a higher choice for them,
they were more satisfied overall, and that they were more satisfied with campus services,
facilities, and the environment.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Introduction
This chapter contains a summary of the findings, limitations of the study and
design, implications for practice, and recommendations for future research and policy
changes. This study compared satisfaction, graduating high school community type, and
first-year GPA to first- to second-year retention of college students at a small rural
technical college. The focus of the study was to determine if student satisfaction and
first-year GPA could predict beginning of second-year retention of students who
graduated from high schools in rural communities. The study also examined differences
in satisfaction for students who graduated from high schools in rural and non-rural
communities in order to determine if rural student response patterns could indicate how
satisfied they were with their college experiences when compared to responses from
students who graduated from high schools in other types of communities. A number of
empirical studies have demonstrated positive correlations between student satisfaction,
GPA, and retention.
Most colleges and universities focus heavily on the retention of students,
particularly during the first year. With an average rate of first-year departure of up to
45% depending on the institution type, colleges devote extensive resources to try to better
understand and improve retention. Nearly all colleges regularly survey students in order
to receive feedback that can provide clues about levels of satisfaction and the potential
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impact it may have on retention. Previous studies have shown strong correlations
between student satisfaction, GPA, and retention (Astin, 1993). This study added the
dimension of a student’s graduating high school community type to determine if
correlations existed for this demographic group, and if it could ultimately lead to a better
understanding of the motivating factors that promote student retention.
The findings of this study indicated that community type of the graduating high
school was not correlated to whether a student was retained for the beginning of the
second year. However, the results revealed statistically significant positive correlations
between first-year retention and cumulative first-year GPA. Further, students from rural
communities were more likely to report that they were more satisfied with campus
facilities, services, and environment, would attend the institution again, had higher
overall levels of satisfaction with the college, and were more likely to indicate that the
college was a higher choice for them than for students from non-rural communities.
Implications of Findings
The analysis of the independent variables, including graduating high school
community type, first-year student satisfaction weighted measures, and first-year GPA,
was conducted using SPSS. In addition to descriptive statistics, the software created a
binary logistical regression model that established the individual and combined predictive
power of the independent variables. Binary logistic regression analyses calculated the
degrees to which weighted satisfaction scores of academic experiences, campus services
and facilities, campus environment, college outcomes, college choice, decision to attend
again, overall satisfaction, graduating high school community type, and first-year
cumulative GPA could predict retention at the start of the second year. SPSS was also
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used to calculate multiple independent t tests of the independent variables to determine
the possible existence of statistically significant differences between weighted
satisfaction measures by student population based on the locale type of the high school
they graduated from.
Predictors of first-year retention. Research question 1 was designed to
understand the extent to which weighted measures of student satisfaction, graduating high
school community type, and cumulative GPA predicted first- to second-year retention for
students who graduated from high schools in rural communities. The results of the
logistic regression analysis showed that there was no statistically significant correlation
between graduating high school community type and retention of students at the
beginning of the second year. However, there was a positive correlation between high
school community type and first-year cumulative GPA, as well as with satisfaction with
academic services. On average, rural students earned higher first-year grades than those
from other communities. Further, the binary logistic regression model indicated that the
combination of academic experiences, campus services and facilities, campus
environment, college outcomes, college choice, decision to attend again, overall
satisfaction, home community type, and first-year cumulative GPA could predict 24.9%
of the variance of student retention status for the start of the second year.
The findings from question 1 confirmed results from numerous studies that
showed positive correlations between first-year GPA and retention (Bridgeman et al.,
2008; Bradburn & Carrol, 2003; Burton & Ramist, 2001; Chen, 2005; Kuh et al., 2006).
In this study, it was the single greatest predictor of retention at the beginning of the
second year. Further, the results verified correlations between student satisfaction and

57

first-year retention (Billups, 2008; Braxton et al., 2014, Bryant, 2006, Elliot, 2003; Lei,
2016). The findings also supported the relationship between initial student commitment
to the college, as measured by college choice, and retention (Braxton et al, 2014; St. John
et al., 1996; Tinto, 1993). In this study, students were more likely to return for a second
year when the college was initially a higher choice for them.
However, the findings refuted research suggesting that students who graduated
from high schools in rural communities were at a disadvantage when compared to
students from other community types (Byun, Irvin et al., 2012; Gibbs et al., 1998;
Provasnik et al., 2007; Yan, 2002). Not only did the data from the study fail to show a
statistical correlation between retention and home community type, rural students tended
to earn a higher cumulative first-year GPA and were generally more satisfied with their
college experience than students from non-rural communities.
Measures of student satisfaction. The second research question was structured
to compare college student satisfaction measures in eight domains (academic services,
academic experiences, campus services and facilities, campus environment, college
outcomes, college choice, attend again, and overall satisfaction) between students who
graduated from high schools in rural and non-rural communities. The results of the
analyses showed that there were statistically significant differences in the mean scores of
the satisfaction measures between the rural and non-rural groups with only the exceptions
of academic services, academic experiences, and college outcomes.
The two greatest statistically significant differences in the mean scores between
students who graduated from rural high school and non-rural high school was determined
to be for college choice and attend again. For college choice, rural students were more
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likely to rate the college as being a higher choice than non-rural students. For whether
the students would choose to attend the college again, rural students reported they were
also more likely to attend again as compared to non-rural students. The significance of
these findings supports other studies that discovered positive relationships of initial
college commitment and subsequent college commitment (Braxton et al, 2014; St. John et
al., 1996; Tinto, 1993). Students who graduated from high schools in rural communities
indicated that the college was a higher choice for them, and this was an indication of
initial commitment to the college (St. John et al., 1996). Measures for whether students
would attend the college again were also higher for rural students and was suggestive of
subsequent commitment to the college (Braxton et al., 2014). Summarily, it appeared as
though the students from high schools in rural communities were a better fit for the
institution initially, as well as during the second semester when the survey was
administered.
An analysis of the measures of satisfaction between the rural high school
graduates and non-rural student groups further supported theories of initial and
subsequent commitment to the college. When examining overall satisfaction, students
who graduated from high schools in rural communities were significantly more satisfied
than those from other communities. Further, using a more granular approach of weighted
measures of satisfaction categories, as suggested by Elliot and Shin (2002), revealed
similar findings. Rural high school graduates indicated they were more satisfied with the
campus environment, services, and facilities.
The results of this study partially confirmed Astin’s (1984) student involvement
theory. Astin posited that inputs, environment, and outcomes all led to the development
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of students who enroll in college and facilitated retention and completion. Astin’s (1993)
research also uncovered positive statistical correlations between satisfaction, GPA, and
retention. Although this study did not measure pre-college characteristics, there was
evidence that suggested that rural high school graduates were more satisfied with the
campus environment, and they tended to have a higher GPA than students who were less
satisfied.
However, since the findings for research question 2 indicated that students from
high schools in rural communities were statistically more satisfied with college than nonrural students, this also refutes studies which suggest rural college students are at a
disadvantage during the first year (Byun, Irvin, et al., 2012; Gibbs et al., 1998; Provsanik
et al., 2007; Yan, 2002).
Limitations
Each study has limitations, and there are several worth noting for this one.
Although the number of participants analyzed for this study was sizable (N = 381), the
overall response rate for the SUNY SOS at Cobleskill was fairly low compared to the
overall eligible student population with an average response rate of 15.6% for the 3 years
of data. Further, the data from 59 participants was excluded from analysis due to
incomplete responses. Therefore, the findings may not be fully generalizable to the entire
student population.
Second, the timing of delivery for the SUNY SOS was close to the end of the
second semester of the first year. As a result, it did not capture responses from students
who departed college during the first semester or prior to administration of the survey
during the second semester. This limitation was underscored with a first-year average
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college retention rate of 57% for the 3 years encompassed by this study, yet the survey
respondent retention rate averaged nearly 85% for each of the 3 years analyzed. Given
that there were positive correlations between overall satisfaction levels with the college
and first-year retention, a number of first-year responses may have indicated different
satisfaction patterns for those who departed prior to taking the survey.
A final limitation of the study was the graduating high school community type
composition of the research participants. On average, 20% of college students
nationwide graduate from high schools located in rural communities, however they
comprised 45% of respondents for this study. Given that rural students were not a small
minority at SUNY Cobleskill, the culture of the campus may be more oriented to
accommodating the unique needs that rural students may have during the first year. This
may partially explain why students from rural communities were generally more satisfied
with their first-year college experience than those from other types of communities.
Recommendations
The results of this study contribute to the body of literature and may illuminate
opportunities for further research. Additionally, this research may inform
recommendations for college faculty, K-12 school administrators, college enrollment
managers, and higher education administrators.
Future research. There is a dearth of literature focused on students who
graduate from high schools in rural communities and then subsequently enroll in college.
Even though the results of this study suggest otherwise, the majority of the research that
does exist indicated that rural students attend college less frequently and persist at lower
rates when compared to students from other types of communities (Arnold et al., 2005;
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Byun, Irvin, et al., 2012a; Provasnik et al., 2007). Therefore, further examinations of the
potentially unique challenges, as well as successes, that rural students may encounter
during the first year of college seem warranted. This study highlighted that there were
conditions at one particular college where graduating from a rural high school seemed to
work to the advantage of college students.
In this study, the population of college students who graduated from high schools
in rural communities exceeded 45%, whereas the national population of rural students
stands at approximately 20%. Further, the campus in the study was located in a rural
locale. This suggests that the population of rural high school graduates and college
location created a situation where the culture of the campus may have been oriented more
specifically to meet the needs of rural students. There continues to be a gap in the
literature about the interaction of these factors in persistence and retention. Future
researchers should consider analyzing retention patterns of students from rural
communities at colleges where they are a smaller minority or conducting studies at
campuses in more urbanized areas, similar to what Sparks and Nunez (2014) found in
their study about the relationship of persistence of rural students and urbanicity.
There was also ample evidence in the literature connecting satisfaction, first-year
GPA, and second-year retention (Adelman, 2006; Astin, 1993; Berger & Braxton, 1998;
Bryant, 2006). There were fewer studies that looked at these factors together from the
first semester through graduation (Braxton et al., 2014), and almost no studies that
incorporated a student’s home community type into the equation (Arnold et al., 2005;
Byun, Meece, et al., 2012; Provasnik et al., 2007). Although this study was focused
specifically on retention at the start of the second year of college, a longitudinal study
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examining the relationships of the variables in this study could help identify if students
who graduate from high schools in rural communities are at an advantage or disadvantage
for completing college when compared to students from other locales. The overarching
goal of student retention strategies is to ensure that students remain in college until their
educational goals are obtained.
Additionally, the data for this study did not include demographic and other precollege student characteristics other than graduating high school community type. There
is significant evidence in the literature that suggests high school GPA, family income,
parental education levels, peer influences, and expectations about college are all
correlated to persistence and graduation (Adelman, 2006; Byun, Meece, et al., 2012;
Jordan & Kostandini, 2012; Kuh et al., 2006). Additional correlational studies could
provide greater insight into the roles pre-college characteristics play in developing
models that better predict which students are most likely to be retained by colleges.
Another dimension for future research could focus on contrast and comparison
studies between residential and non-residential students. This study was conducted at a
college campus that had a mix of residential (65%) and non-residential (35%) students,
however data limitations prevented differentiating between these two groups. Braxton et
al. (2014) suggest that residential and non-residential students have significant differing
needs in order to persist in college. More specifically, residential students require greater
social connections to become integrated into a campus community, whereas nonresidential students are more focused on perceptions of academic and intellectual growth,
as well as greater reliance on supports that are external to the campus. A study of this
nature could also attempt to confirm Strayhorn’s (2012) theory of environmental fit that
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suggests students can thrive in environments where they connect with others who share
similar values and life circumstances to develop support structures.
Finally, this study employed a quantitative methodology that was focused on
aggregating responses from hundreds of students over multiple years in order to
generalize findings to larger populations. What is often lacking in these types of studies
are the lived experiences that individual students encounter during the first year of
college. Future researchers may be able to more deeply understand the interplay of
demographics, pre-college preparation, and first-year experiences of rural high school
graduates by employing qualitative methodologies. There are only a few instances of this
type of research in the literature, and it typically has been focused on community college
students in specific regions of the country (Hlinka et al., 2015).
Recommendations for higher education faculty. The results of this study
suggested that college students at the research site who graduated from high schools in
rural communities performed better academically and were more satisfied with their
educational experiences than students from non-rural high schools. These findings run
contrary to much of the literature on rural students reviewed for this study, and the
implications of this discovery suggest that there are other factors at play beyond
academic achievement, high school community type, and satisfaction.
Many faculty believe that students should enter college with the academic
aptitude to be successful from the start. However, high school GPA and standardized test
scores can at best only predict up to 50% of the likelihood that a student will succeed at
college (Bridgeman et al., 2008). Typically, an admitted student will be allowed to go
through an entire first semester of college before faculty will assess a student’s ability,
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and their achievement is often based solely on GPA. What’s often lacking when
assessing students is whether they are able to socially integrate and identify with
individuals who can help them develop the disposition, passion, and skills to be
successful in college (Braxton et al., 1997). Faculty can play a key role in facilitating
student development in these areas, and they should be cautioned against grades being
allowed to tell the full story on whether a student can be successful at college.
Strayhorn’s (2012) theory of environmental fit posits that students from
underrepresented groups will thrive in an environment where they find a sense of
belonging, even in the face of challenging situations. Rural high school graduates have
been shown in the literature to be an at-risk population (Byun, Irvin, et al., 2012; Herman
et al., 2013; Provasnik, 2007), yet they thrived at Cobleskill. Faculty should take note of
this because many of them only consider a student’s grade point average as the primary
measure of course and program outcomes, and they often steer students toward traditional
academic supports, such as tutoring, without considering the context of student fit to the
college environment. By analyzing Grit scores of Black male college students, Strayhorn
(2014) was able to show that students who were part of a minority could establish peer
support networks that aided in the development of skills that helped them become more
resilient and more likely to succeed at college. This revelation should have faculty
rethinking the best ways to foster retention of students.
Recommendations for K-12 administrators. Although the results of this study
did not show that rural high school graduates were at a disadvantage, data from numerous
studies continue to indicate that these students attend college less frequently and persist at
lower rates than students from other communities. K-12 administrators at rural schools
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are encouraged to increase opportunities that expose students and their families to college
opportunities long before the senior year of high school. This will allow students to
understand the benefits and expectations of attending college much earlier in order to
better prepare them to handle the transition from high school.
An effective way to connect K-12 students to higher education are through
partnerships with colleges. Initiatives that have facilitated the alignment of K-12
curriculum with college entrance expectations have shown early signs of improving
college readiness while simultaneously helping colleges to understand remediation and
placement issues. Further, a number of dual-credit and dual-enrollment arrangements
have emerged in recent years that allow students to begin the college transition process
while still in high school, and the results have been encouraging.
An example of successful high school and college collaborations is the New York
State Pathways in Technology (P-TECH) program that creates partnerships with high
schools, employers, and colleges to establish seamless transfers from high schools to
colleges and careers. In excess of 25 P-TECH partnerships have been approved by the
New York State Department of Education, and thousands of students are now enrolled in
programs that allow them to complete an associate’s degree at no cost while
simultaneously completing high school and preparing them for potential jobs upon
graduation. Partnerships such as these help to provide equal access for students from all
backgrounds. Unfortunately, many rural schools are located significant distances from
potential college partners than for schools in non-rural communities, so this makes the
reliance on distance education opportunities more critical for rural schools. This
emphasizes the need for infrastructure that supports the technologies required for distance
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courses, however some rural schools lack this capacity. Partnerships such as P-TECH are
also heavily dependent on external funding to help defray the costs of developing and
maintaining the programs. Therefore, the applicability of partnership opportunities may
be unequal among rural schools.
Recommendations for enrollment managers. The goal for nearly all
undergraduate colleges and universities is to attract and retain students. The
demographic makeup of students continues to evolve, and in parts of the US, such as the
Northeast, there are declining numbers of traditional-aged students to recruit from. As a
result, colleges need to continue to adjust their admissions practices and retention
strategies to cover a broader spectrum of students. Given that high schools in rural
communities likely have smaller student numbers and are located in more geographically
remote regions, it may appear that targeting students in these communities may not be
worthwhile to enrollment managers. However, the results of this study showed that rural
high school graduates have the potential to be more successful in college as students from
other types of communities, and this makes recruiting this population more worthwhile
and cost effective.
The literature targeting students from rural high schools also tended to indicate
that they typically were less academically prepared, particularly with college preparatory
coursework, and they tended to score significantly lower on college entrance exams
(Byun, Irvin, et al., 2012; Herman et al., 2013). Many colleges rely heavily on these two
types of indicators when considering merit-based admissions decisions. However, the
findings from this study indicate that home community type had no correlation to
academic achievement and retention. Therefore, admissions personnel should consider
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other ways to assess potential success in applicants, such as through a student’s
community involvement or statement of purpose, to more holistically make admissions
decisions. Also, as suggested by Duckworth et al. (2007), a Grit assessment has been
shown to be a better predictor of success in college and beyond than traditional measures.
Admissions considerations at a number of colleges may also favor students that
have legacy connections. Given that students from rural communities come from
families with lower levels of educational attainment, this places rural students at a
competitive disadvantage and perpetuates unequal access to higher education. This
problem continues to compound because rural students are more likely to be the first to
go to college in their families. The results of these practices force rural students to
choose less selective colleges and may not recognize their true potential by favoring
those who are already at demographic and educational advantages.
Recommendations for higher education administrators. There has been
increasing pressure on colleges from state and federal policymakers requiring greater
accountability for allocating resources and demonstrating the value of higher education to
the public (Braxton et al., 2014). Two of the most commonly used measures of success
continue to be rates of college student retention and graduation. However, in some
instances, nearly half of college students depart by the end of the first year. There has
been an extensive body of literature that has developed over several decades to try to
better understand this phenomena. Yet, there is no single aspect that is the cure-all for
improving student retention, and this has resulted in persistence and graduation rates have
remained virtually unchanged for many years at most colleges.
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This study attempted to understand retention by examining student satisfaction
and grade point average. There is abundant literature that suggested improving factors
that increase satisfaction will also improve GPA and retention (Braxton et al., 2014), and
this study partially corroborated those findings. Higher education administrators are
advised to consider additional ways to seek feedback from students as early as the firstsemester in order to understand the challenges they are facing. Data from this feedback
will inform administrators to implement policy changes that better address a multitude of
forces that work together to ultimately decide the fate of a college student’s trajectory.
Further, the results of this study suggest that other factors beyond those
traditionally measured by college surveys and inventories may be at play that influence
retention and satisfaction. College administrators should contemplate administering the
Grit scale developed by Duckworth and Quinn (2009) as a possible alternative to gauge
potential student interest and resiliency. This instrument has been shown to be a stronger
predictor of success than other types of assessments (Strayhorn, 2014). Through early
identification of those at risk for departure through this metric, supports could be
designed for those who indicate a disposition for giving up easily and not be fully
committed to programs of study.
Another consideration for higher education administrators relates to the cost of
attendance and financial aid. Rural families tend to have a reduced ability to pay for
college as evidenced by lower income and fewer financial resources when compared to
other types of families, and it may be one of the greatest barriers to college enrollment
(Gibbs, 1998). College administrators are encouraged to find ways to allocate additional
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need-based aid instead of merit-based resources to provide more equity of opportunity for
all disadvantaged students, including students from rural communities.
Conclusion
The intent of this quantitative study was to examine survey satisfaction data
collected from first-year college students who graduated from high schools in rural
communities and compare their responses to students from other types of communities.
Further, this study examined interrelationships between students’ perceptions of
satisfaction with college, first- to second-year retention, and first-year grade point
average that are specific to students from rural communities. Evidence suggested that
rural populations enroll in college and earn degrees at lower rates than those from other
types of communities, and this study was an attempt to add to the body of knowledge
about this potentially underserved population.
Chapter 1 set the stage for the study by introducing ongoing student retention
challenges in higher education. Problems included underprepared students, difficulty
transitioning into college, troublesome first-year experiences, and poor academic
performance. This chapter also highlighted potential disadvantages of students who
graduate from high schools located in rural communities and subsequently enroll in
college. Additionally, Astin’s student involvement theory provided a contextual
background to guide the study.
Chapter 2 delved into a review of literature relevant to the study. It began with an
examination of theories and empirical studies related to retention and persistence of
college students. The chapter also analyzed challenges specific to rural populations, and
uncovered relationships between first-year student satisfaction and GPA. The literature
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provided mixed findings with the predictive power of the role of student pre-college
factors and first-year experiences that explained retention, but was more cohesive with
the predictive power of college GPA.
The third chapter provided details about the research context, participants, and the
methodology employed in this study. Multiple years of archival data from the Student
Opinion Survey administered at SUNY Cobleskill were acquired from the Office of
Institutional Research. With the use of binary logistic regression, the study analyzed the
combined predictive power of first-year student satisfaction responses, GPA, and home
community type in relation to retention at the start of the second year of enrollment.
Further, multiple independent t tests were conducted on the data to determine if
statistically significant differences existed between responses from students in rural and
non-rural communities.
Chapter 4 presented the results of this quantitative study, and there were four
major findings. First, there was no statistically significant correlation between a student’s
home community type and retention at the beginning of the second year. Next, first-year
GPA was the strongest predictor of retention at the start of the second year, and the effect
size was significant. Third, a combination of first-year GPA, college choice, attend
again, and satisfaction measures were good at predicting retention, but very weak at
predicting attrition. Fourth, students who graduated from rural communities were more
likely to report that they would attend the college again, the college was a higher choice,
that they were more satisfied with campus services, facilities, and the environment, and
that they were more satisfied overall.
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Finally, this chapter discussed the implications of the findings and their
connections to the current body of literature, as well as to the theory of student
involvement. Additionally, the limitations of the study and its design were reviewed, and
suggestions for future research were presented. Recommendations were also put forth for
faculty, administrators, and policymakers in higher education.
In conclusion, the demographic composition, academic achievement, and firstyear experiences of students enrolling in higher education continue to evolve as the
makeup of society changes. This has placed greater pressures on colleges and
universities to adjust to meet the needs of an increasingly diverse student population.
Students are the lifeblood of most undergraduate institutions, and in order for colleges to
attract and retain them, it will require deeper understandings of the unique expectations,
aspirations, and experiences each student brings to the enrollment equation.
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SUNY Student Opinion Survey
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Appendix B

SUNY SOS Aggregated Questions
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Aggregated SUNY
Description
Question
SOS
Number
Section
1

I

2
3
4
5

IIA

6
7
8

IIB

9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

IIIA

Choice of college at time of
admission
Would you attend again?

How satisfied are you with this
college?

Advising and tutoring
Instructor availability and
quality
Course availability and class
size
Intellectual stimulation
Faculty interaction and
feedback
Assignments and student
collaboration
Negative experiences with
other students
College student services
College facilities and
grounds

Sense of belonging and
racial harmony
Faculty and staff respect for
students
Acceptance and openness
to others
Programs and health
services
Career assistance and job
placement services
Student activities and social
events
Student government and
opportunities for input

2009
2012
2015
SOS
SOS
SOS
Question Question Question
Numbers Numbers Numbers
2
2
2
3
7

3
7

3
7

2,3,6
10,13

1,2,4
7,12

1,2,5

11,12,13,
14
1,7,11
4,10

8,9,10,
11
1,7,11
4,10

7,8,9,10

3,6,9

3,6,9

3,7,10

13,14

13,14

14,15

6,12

1,7,11
4,11

1,2,3,4,5 1,2,3,4,5 1,2,3,4,5
7,8,9,10, 10,11,12, 9,10,11
11,12,14, 13,14,15, 12,13,15,
15
17,18
16,17
16,17,18 19,20,21 18,19,20
19,20

22,23

21,22

12,22

24,25

23,24

23,24,25, 26,27,28, 26,27,28,
26,27,28, 29,30,31, 29,30,31,
39
32
32
29,30,32 33,34,36 33,34,35
33,34,35, 37,38,39, 25,36,37,
36,37
40,43
38,39
45,46
49,50
45,46
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20

IIIB

21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28

IV

Prejudice and student
conduct
Mentoring relationship
from faculty
College helped to meet
goals
Difficult to finance
education (negative)
Individual skill development
Diversity and working with
others
Writing and speaking skills
Opportunities for
leadership
Acquisition of knowledge

1,2

1,2

1,2

3

3

3

5

6

5

7

9

7

1,2,3
4,6,15

1,2,3
4,6,15

1,2,3
4,6,15

7,8
10,11

7,8
10,11

7,8
10,11

5,13,14

5,12,13

5,12,13
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NCES Locale Code Definitions
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11 – city, large

Territory inside an urbanized area and inside a principal city with
population of 250,000 or more

12 – city, midsize

Territory inside an urbanized area and inside a principal city with
population less than 250,000 and greater than or equal to 100,000

13 – city, small

Territory inside an urbanized area and inside a principal city with
population less than 100,000

21 – suburb, large

Territory outside a principal city and inside an urbanized area with
population of 250,000 or more

22 – suburb,
midsize

Territory outside a principal city and inside an urbanized area with
population less than 250,000 and greater than or equal to 100,000

23 – suburb, small

Territory outside a principal city and inside an urbanized area with
population less than 100,000

31 – town, fringe

Territory inside an urban cluster that is less than or equal to 10 miles
from an urbanized area

32 – town, distant

Territory inside an urban cluster that is more than 10 miles and less
than or equal to 35 miles from an urbanized area

33 – town, remote

Territory inside an urban cluster that is more than 35 miles from an
urbanized area

41 – rural, fringe

Census-defined rural territory that is less than or equal to 5 miles from
an urbanized area, as well as rural territory that is less than or equal to
2.5 miles from an urban cluster
Census-defined rural territory that is more than 5 miles but less than or
equal to 25 miles from an urbanized area, as well as rural territory that
is more than 2.5 miles but less than or equal to 10 miles from an urban
cluster
Census-defined rural territory that is more than 25 miles from an
urbanized area and is also more than 10 miles from an urban cluster

42 – rural, distant

43 – rural, remote
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